



Jacqueline Kennedy and a Secret Service agent attend to President 
Kennedy moments after he was shot in Dallas 25 years ago today. 

How NBC covered it 

A grieving nation gets the news 



By Mark Schwed 

Herald Examiner staff writer 



At first the news just trickled 
onto the screen. NBC disrupted 
its regular programming at 1:56 
p.m. EST: President John F. 
Kennedy had been shot, Less 
than 30 minutes laler^ the pet- 
work was helping a nation weep. 

Today at 1:56 p.m. EST (10:56 
a.m. local time), the Arts & 
Entertainment cable network 
will break into its regularly 
scheduled shows with that first 
NBC bulletin, followed by six 
hours of NBC New's coverage 
exactly as it happened 25 years 
ago. It is remarkable television, a 
painful reminder for those who 
were there then and an eye- 
opening trip back for those who 
can t understand how a nation 



could be so moved by' one man 
and one bullet 

How things have changed. 
Gone are the pretty-faced air- 
head anchors who permeate tele- 
vision today. Missing arc the 
fancy sets and techno-gizmos 
that overwhelm modern news- 
rooms. No videotape. No mini- 
cams. No live satellite feeds from 
distant cities. 

There was only this: raw news, 
reported by seasoned journalisls, 
emotions tempered by their 
sense of duty and by hope that 
somehow this was all a bad 
dream. 

They used rotary-dial tele- 
phones and black-and-white cam- 
eras. The backdrop for the news 
set — plain wood paneling — 
looked more like the den of a 
mobile home than the heart of a 
television network. 



Television, after all, was still a 
baby. It had just helped elect the 
first TV president and now for 
the first time it was covering an 
assassination. Soon TV would 
bury him. 

At the helm were three an- 
chormen in New York: Frank 
McGee, Chet Huntley and Bill 
Ryan. Robert MacNeil was in 
Dallas with the president and 
David Brinkley was in Washing- 
ton, D.C. 

The first bulletin said only 
that shots had been fired at the 
president’s motorcade. Immedi- 
ately there was chaos. 

Information was spilling in 
from a wide array of sources: a 
congressman, a medical student, 
a Mrs. Jean Hill who lived at 
9402 Bluff Creek in Dallas, a 
Secret Service man and a Roman 
Catholic priest. 

Slowly, the story unfolded. 

Kennedy was in the back seat 
of the presidential limousine 
with Jacqueline. A bouquet of 
yellow roses that had been 
presented to the first lady at the 
airport lay on the seal betw’een 
them. Texas Gov; John Connally 
was sitting in a jump seat di- 
rectly in front of Kennedy. The 
limo’s bubble lop was down. 
Then the shots came; three or 
four — witnesses couldn’t agree. 
The limousine sped straight for 
Parkland Memorial Hospital, 
and journalists scrambled for 
telephones. 

As the news spread, people 
turned not to radio but to televi- 
sion. the new trusted kid on the 
block. And at times, they got 
their news in the rawest form, as 
it was being delivered to the 
anchors. 

Huntley is telling viewers 
about Kennedy’s speech in Fort 
Worth when a telephone light 
blinks on the anchor desk. Mc- 
Gee answers. 

**Yes. we will,” he says. “This 
is security. NBC News. Put Mr. 
MacNeil on. please. Hello, Bob. 
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TV lines up Kennedy specials 



other programs airing this 
week commemorating the 25th 
anniversary of the Kennedy 
assassination: 

► “Kennedys Don’t Cry,” 
family portrait of America’s 
aristocratic dynasty on Arts Sc 
Entertainment cable network. 

6- 8 tonight 

► “On Trial: Lee Harvey 
Oswald.” five-hour TV trial 
hosted by Geraldo Rivera, fea- 
turing real attorneys, judge and 
witnesses on KTLA-Channel 5. 

7- 10 tonight, 8-10 tomorrow 
night. 

► “JFK — That Day in 
November,” NBC News special 



featuring remembrances by the 
public and reporters. 10-11 to- 
night. 

► ABC’s “Nightline,” Judd 
Rose reports on power and 
potency of the Kennedy mys- 
tique, exploitation of the Ken- 
nedy name, plus the myth vs, 
reality. KABC-Channel 7. 11:30- 
midnight tonight. 

► A&E’s “JFK Assassina- 
tion: As It Happened,” featur- 
ing six hours of NBC News 
coverage, repeats Saturday, be- 
ginning at 7:56 a.m. 

► “JFK: The Presidency.” 
airs on A&E on Sundav. 5-6 
p.m. 



TV 

► From B-1 

Are you there? This is Frank 
McGee. Bob, I’m at (studio) 5 HN. 
We’re on the air. Would you take 
it fVom the top, Bob, and tell us 
everything you know. ...” 

But there is a problem with the 
telephone and McGee must re- 
peat MacNeil’s report. 

“Bob is at the hospital in 
Dallas . . . where the president 
has been rushed . . . the president 
is seriously wounded ...” 

The president remains in the 
emergency room while Connally 
is moved to a general operating 
room. Huntley speculates. “That 
would indicate in just a sort of 
snap-judgment evaluation that 
Governor Connally was worse 
injured than the president” 

Another interruption. All the 
news came as interruptions. Each 
new snippet was more important 
than the previous one. 

NBC New York .switches to its 
Dallas/Fort Worth affiliate for a 
report from Charles Murphy. 
“Just moments ago. authorities in 
Dallas took a young man into 
custody . . and then the sound 
went dead. 

“This is a time as what would 
probably be best described as 
controlled panic,” Ryan tells 
viewers, apologizing for the tech- 
nical problems. 

Then the first real chunk of 
hard news: an interview with an 
eyewitness, Mrs. Jean Hill. 

“We took one look at him and 
he was sitting there. He and 
Jackie were looking at a dog in 
the middle of the street At about 
that time, two shots rang out just 
as the president looked up. He 
grabbed his chest. He looked like 
he was in pain. Jackie fell on him 
and said, *My God. He's been 
shot* After that more shots rang 



out and the car sped away. The 
shots came from the hill.” 

A call goes out from the hospi- 
tal for surgeons and a Roman 
Catholic priest Last rites are 
administered. Vice President 
Lyndon Johnson is at the hospi- 
tiil. His wife appears to be in 
shock. The president’s brothers 
head to Andrews Air Force Base 
to hop a plane for Texas. 

McGee talks. “In just this mo- 
mentary lull I would assume that 
the memory of every person has 
flashed back to that day in April 
1945 when Franklin Delano Roo- 
sevelt . . .” 

“Excuse me, Frank,” inter- 
rupts Ryan. “Here is a flash from 
the Associated Press, datelined 
Dallas: Two priests who were 
with President Kennedy .say he is 
dead of bullet wounds. There is 
no ftirther confirmation.” 

Confirmation comes quickly, 
though there is much left unan- 
swered. 

A policeman has been shot two 



miles from the assassination 
scene. A man has been arrested. 
His name: Lee Harvey Oswald. 

Reaction pours in. Pope John 
Paul VI, Winston Churchill, sena- 
tors, congressmen all express 
shock and sympathy. 

Ryan gets a copy of the speech 
Kennedy was to deliver in Dallas 
and reads the last few para- 
graphs. . . We in this country in 
this generation are by destiny 
rather than choice the watchmen 
on the walls of world freedom. We 
ask therefore that we may be 
worthy of our power and respon- 
sibility. that we may achieve in 
our time and for all time the 
ancient vision of peace on Earth.” 

For six straight hours the NBC 
anchors deliver amid chaos. Few 
mistakes are made. There are no 
breathers, no commercials. “We 
remind you once again that NBC’s 
regular programs have been can- 
celed for the remainder of this 
broadcast day,” McGee says. 

Later, McGee says what many 
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Television, after all, " 
was still 1 baby. It had 
just helped^elect the 4 
first TV president and 
now for the first time j, 
it was covering an 
assassination. • ^ 



people now know: **It is safe 
enough to say . . . that this after- 
noon wherever you were and 
whatever you might have been 
doing when you received the word 
of the death of President Ken- 
nedy, that is a moment that will 
be emblazoned in your memory. 
And you will never forget It as 
long as you live.” ^ 

Finally, there are live pictures. 
The jet carrying the remains of a 
man who once was president, as 
well as his successor, lands at 
Andrews. The casket is removed.* 
Mrs. Kennedy is helped into the 
Navy ambulance. And the nation 
hears the first public words firom 
a new president. i 



iy **This is a sad time for all 
people,” Johnson says. *'We have 
suffered a loss that cannot be 
weighed. For me it is a deep 
personal tragedy. I know that the 
world shares the sorrow that Mrs. 
Kennedy and her family bear. I 
will do my best. That is all I can 
do. I ask for your help. And rj 
God’s.” 

In that moment it was done. A ^ 
man who lived for peace died by 
the weapons of war. There was ^ n 
much to report in the days ahead, s 
But in that whisper of time 
America would change forever. A ! 
dream would be shattered. Peace 
would have to wait awhile. - ‘ 



